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Abstract: The UK Fashion and Textiles (F&T) industry contributes to global carbon 

emissions, with consumption generating circa 300 000 tonnes of waste annually to 

landfill or incineration (WRAP, 2017). The circular economy proposes a more 

sustainable model with initiatives responding to legislation requiring F&T companies to 

meet environmental and carbon reduction targets (WRAP, 2021; BFC, 2022). 

Circular F&T design is more complex than traditional linear approaches, due to 

environmental impacts across the whole product lifecycle requiring consideration (Ellams 

and Goldsworthy, 2019). Circular supply chains are more extensive and require materials 

innovation, improved management of waste and emissions, reverse logistics and 

recycling infrastructure (Niinimäki, 2015). Inevitably, skills and knowledge gaps are 

emerging.The NERC funded project ‘Back to Baselines’ (B2B) aims to map the UK F&T 

industry to provide a baseline of current practice from which to transition to sustainability 

within a circular framework (University of Leeds, n.d.). An essential element is to define 

the skills gaps across the industry and consider its alignment with educational provision. 

This paper outlines the qualitative research as part of the B2B project, reflecting upon a 

series of focus groups comprising of F&T educators and industry specialists. The paper 

will discuss opinions and experiences of best practice for sustainable and circular (S&C) 

 F&T and explore the perceived alignments, and misalignments, of skills to inform future 

approaches. The UK Fashion and Textiles (F&T) industry contributes to global carbon 

emissions, with consumption generating circa 300 000 tonnes of waste annually to 

landfill or incineration (WRAP, 2017). The circular economy proposes a more 

sustainable model with initiatives responding to legislation requiring F&T companies to 

meet environmental and carbon reduction targets (WRAP, 2021; BFC, 2022).  
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Circular F&T design is more complex than traditional linear approaches, due to 

environmental impacts across the whole product lifecycle requiring consideration (Ellams 

and Goldsworthy, 2019). Circular supply chains are more extensive and require materials 

innovation, improved management of waste and emissions, reverse logistics and 

recycling infrastructure (Niinimäki, 2015). Inevitably, skills and knowledge gaps are 

emerging. 

The National Environmental Research Council (NERC) funded project ‘Back to 

Baselines’ (B2B) aims to map the UK F&T industry to provide a baseline of current 

practice from which to transition to sustainability within a circular framework. An 

essential element is to define the skills gaps across the industry and consider its alignment 

with educational provision. 

This paper outlines the qualitative research as part of the B2B project, reflecting upon a 

series of focus groups comprising of F&T industry specialists. The paper will discuss 

opinions and experiences of best practice for S&C F&T and explore the perceived 

alignments, and misalignments, of skills to inform future approaches. The global fashion 

and textile industry is complex, vast, and of significant economic value. This is evident 

when considering the transformation of raw materials into consumer products, the 

technologies and skillsets required throughout this journey, the logistics supporting the 

supply chain, the retail environments, and the consumer primed to respond to trends. 

 

The Fashion and Textiles Industry 

 

F&T are typically viewed as one large monolithic industry, which fails to recognise the 

complexity and breadth of its supply chain, the skills, knowledge and technologies 

required for it to function, nor the allied industries which are crucial to its operation. 

 

The global apparel market is valued at $1.8 trillion (Dzhengiz et al, 2023) and accounts 

for 1.65% of the world’s GDP, employing a global workforce of 3.62 trillion people, of 

whom an estimated 430 million work in F&T production (UniformMarket, 2025). In 

2022, 116 million of tonnes of textile fibres were produced, which has almost doubled 

since 2000, and the combined number of recycled fibres was 7.9% (Zammori et al, 2024, 

p229).  

 

In the UK, the F&T industry contributes approximately £62 billion in gross value added 

and supports 1.3 million jobs (UKFT, 2023). Baurley (et al, 2025, p4) illustrates the UK’s 

flow of clothing, noting that total imports of clothing are 1.1 kilotonnes (kt’s), production 
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in the UK market accounts for 142 kt’s, and production for export is 249 kt’s. This results 

in the UK consuming just over 1 million tonnes of clothing annually.  

 

Evolutions from traditional bi-seasonal trends has seen the F&T industry pivot since the 

1980s, to be led by an acceleration of trends and products through the adoption of ‘fast-

fashion’, leading to an ‘increased volume of products with shorter life cycles, 

accompanied by a deflation in retail prices’ (Claxton and Kent, 2020, p1). Fast fashion 

has resulted in retailers launching new ranges bi-weekly to maintain market share (Remy 

2016), which has inevitably led to an increase in both manufacture and purchasing, in 

fact, between 2000 and 2014 production doubled, and consumption rose by 60%. 

Consequently, the prevailing business model is characterised by ‘planned obsolescence’, 

through fast trend changes and rapid production, leading to oversaturation of the market 

with products, of which the price points of are interpreted as disposable (Niinimäki, 

2015). These issues, alongside its social impacts, ultimately contribute of the F&T 

industry’s negative reputation in relation to the environment and ethics. 

 

The industry’s environmental footprint includes; significant energy use, water 

consumption and pollution, and an estimated ten per cent of all global carbon emissions 

in both production and end of life stages (Remy et al, 2016; Dzhengiz 2023). The 

disposable nature of what Dzhengiz (2023, p2) refers to as ‘ultra-fast fashion’ has 

exacerbated this impact, with the UK generating approximately 600 kt’s of waste product 

annually (Baurley et al, 2025). Of this waste the majority is exported and/or incinerated, 

with only circa twenty per-cent reused in the charity sector or through resale platforms 

with less than one per cent recycled (Remy et al, 2016; Dzhengiz, 2023; Baurley, 2025).  

 

These negative environmental impacts have been accelerated by a reliance on ‘ultra-fast 

fashion’, leaving the F&T industry ‘locked-in to overproduction and underutilisation’ 

(Junestrand et al, 2024, p1). Transparency and traceability across the complex 

geographical, economic, and environmental journey of garment production, the variations 

in global eco-credentials and the wider ethical and social justice issues, remains limited, 

for all stakeholders (Dzhengiz, 2023). 

 

Historically, the F&T industry has relied upon a linear production model of ‘take, make, 

waste’ which has prevailed since the industrial revolution (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 

2023a). However, growing awareness of the environmental climate crisis and the impact 

of legislation as well as future signposting for further legal requirements has hastened the 

need for increased sustainable practices. Organisations such as WRAP, (Waste Resources 

and Action Programme) an environmental NGO, who introduced ‘Textiles Pact’ 

(previously Textiles 2030) in 2019, an initiative which brings together 130 UK brands 

and retailers to collaborate on climate action. The pact is intended to meet the Paris 
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Climate Accord, to reduce the carbon footprint by 50% and water by 30% of new textile 

products by 2030.  

 

To meet these aims requires systemic change at all levels of the industry to move it from 

a linear to a S&C model which considers the wider environmental and ethical impact of 

F&T production and consumption. 

 

Sustainable and Circular Practices in the Fashion and Textiles Industry 

 

The transition to S&C business models requires a shift away from the linear model, to a 

system where the lifecycle of products is extended through increased durability, the 

slowing down of trends and products, which are made to be made again, from safe, 

recycled, or renewable inputs (Ellen McArthur Foundation, 2023). Millward-Hopkins (et 

al, 2023, p2) summarise the changes required:  

 

Production-side changes might include improved energy and resource efficiency in 

the multiple processes between extraction and the finished garment, sourcing more 

sustainable fibres...reductions in pre-consumer waste...increasing reuse and 

recycling of second-hand clothing by increasing perceived value and durability; 

challenging consumer culture and the imperative for economic growth, by buying 

less clothing and keeping it in use for longer... 

 

Despite recognising the need to radically alter business models through the 

implementation of S&C economy principles, it is reported that 63% of fashion brands are 

lagging behind 2030 decarbonisation goals, and only 18% of executives identify 

sustainability as a top growth risk for 2025 (UniformMarket, 2025). This lack of progress 

is also echoed through WRAP’s, most recent reporting of 2022/23, noting a thirteen per-

cent increase in the volume of textile products placed in the UK market, a modest 

progress of two per-cent reduction from the 2019 benchmark in collective carbon 

footprint and an eight per-cent increase in water use (WRAP, 2023).  

 

Addressing the S&C practices which the F&T industry needs to follow is clearly 

acknowledged and there are several strategies, goals, and measures that businesses can 

use to support their transition. In addition, there are also numerous approaches to 

innovating and investing in new novel practices, whether that is through design strategies 

to increase garment durability or developing new materials which have less impact upon 

the natural world. Many of these strategies are promoted by WRAP and the Ellen 

McArthur Foundation amongst others, it’s the business implementation and skill 

enhancements which requires further consideration. 
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Methodology 

The UKRI Network+ funded ‘Back to Baselines’ project, led by Professor Stephen 

Russell at Leeds University, involves several universities, WRAP, and UKFT. Its goal is 

to establish scientifically validated environmental baselines for the F&T sector, 

supporting assessment of innovations and sustainable development.  

 

Within this framework, Thematic Area 4 (Skills), co-led by Briggs-Goode and Adam 

Mansell, CEO of UKFT, focuses on identifying skill needs and gaps, aligning education 

with industry, and piloting training approaches. The work spans professional, 

educational, and consumer domains. 

 

To gather industry perspectives we collaborated with Thematic Area 5 (Business 

Behaviours) to optimise engagement. Using Purposive Sampling (Bisht, 2024) for data 

collection from 30+ semi-structured interviews and focus groups with stakeholders from 

manufacturing, retail, recycling, NGOs, repair services, and policy makers. Participants 

were sampled to capture expertise across the supply chain and supplemented with 

Snowball Sampling (Parker etal, 2019) to access hard-to-reach roles and business types. 

Roles represented included designers, technologists, managers, directors, and start-up 

founders from SMEs, multinationals, and heritage firms. Interviews, conducted online 

and in-person, followed a semi-structured format, probing sustainability goals, circular 

economy practices, training, and workforce needs. Transcripts were coded inductively 

using Braun and Clarke’s (2017) six-phase thematic framework, with NVivo software 

assisting data organisation. Themes were mapped against TA4 objectives to identify 

convergences and divergences in thinking. Ethical approval was granted by NTU’s Ethics 

Committee. All participants gave informed consent, and data was anonymised and stored 

securely under GDPR compliance. 

Current Skills Challenges in the Fashion and Textiles in the UK 

The literature on skills is complex and inconsistent, Gallager (et al 2022, p6) highlights 

there is a vital need for a clear skills taxonomy in the UK to provide ‘consistent 

conceptualization of workforce skills, together with consistent terminology and language 

around skills used by educators, careers advisors, policy makers and employers’. In 2023, 

The Department for Education (DofE) identified their plans to develop a skills strategy, 

noting it as a pressing challenge in defining and promoting skills and ‘implementing the 

net-zero transition’ (Elias et al, 2023). In their scoping paper they outline a skills 

typology – core, technical, behavioural, cross functional and specialist: 
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Table 1 – Skills typologies in common usage (Source: Elais et al, 2023, p.19) Licensed under the Open 

Government Licence v3.0. 

Type Description Names given 

to typologies  

Core Skills Fundamental capabilities essential for 

performing basic tasks and functions 

across wide range of jobs. 

Basic 

Meta 

Life 

Essential 

Generic 

Employability  

Functional 

Technical Skills Capabilities required to perform practical 

or cognitive tasks, often related to 

science, engineering, IT, construction, 

and production. 

Hard 

Practical 

Vocational 

Cognitive 

Metacognitive 

Physical 

Behavioural 

Skills 

Interpersonal and self-management 

capabilities that influence how 

individuals interact and work with others. 

Soft 

People 

Relational 

Social 

Personal 

Cross-Functional 

Skills 

Capabilities applicable across different 

jobs, enabling collaboration and 

adaptability. 

Transversal 

Cross-Sector 

Transferrable 

Crosscutting 

Specialist Skills  Expertise and competence in a narrow, 

specific area or field. 

Occupation-

Specific 

 

Presently there are a number of descriptors which articulate skills for the F&T sectors 

across employment, training and education. The National Occupational Standards (NOS) 

define skills as: 

Skills: These may include the technical skills specific to the function described 

and/or employability skills transferable to a wide range of contexts. Examples of 

skills include: "analysing", "listening", "time management".  

There are 103 NOS role descriptors which are approved by UKFT and relate to all stages 

of the F&T production cycle, they are utilised for developing skills and knowledge which 

connect into vocational qualifications, work based training and job descriptions. 

The introduction of a new post-16, level three, qualification, T level (Technical), includes 

the category Craft and Design. This two-year course has been designed with employers to 

ensure its relevance to industry, and provides: 

• Technical knowledge and skills specific to their chosen industry or occupation 

which are defined as – technical skills, creative skills, employability skills as well 

as industry knowledge, research and project management knowledge 
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• An industry placement of at least 45 days in their chosen industry or occupation 

In higher education, art and design skills are defined by the UK’s Quality Assurance 

Agency Subject Benchmarks (QAA, 2019), who articulate that undergraduate education 

in aims to: 

facilitate acquisition of appropriate knowledge and understanding, development 

of the necessary personal attributes, and application of the skills which equip and 

prepare students for continuing personal development and professional 

practice…and has acquired relevant technical knowledge and practical skills 

(2019, p9).  

These skills frameworks are fragmented, lack coherence and consistency.  

The DofE (2025a, p12) reported on skills shortages, identifying manufacturing as the 

third highest industry for ‘skills-shortage vacancy density’ at 42%. The F&T sector faces 

acute shortages in technical and specialist roles due to: an aging workforce, off-shoring in 

the 1980s, weak education-industry alignment, undervalued pay, reduced school craft 

curricula, Brexit, immigration policy, and Covid-19.  These issues have disrupted skills 

pipelines (Alliance, 2017; Motif, 2020; UKFT, 2023; Make UK, 2025). The DofE 

(2025b, p4) report skills shortages in higher skilled, Professional and Managerial roles in 

the creative industries, related to soft skills, technical, IT specific, as well as green 

technologies. Arguing the creative industries relies heavily upon graduates and therefore 

overemphasises ‘entry-level’ roles and therefore practical rather than transferable skills, 

which impacts at mid and senior levels. 

UKFT (2023) note that eight per-cent of the ‘creating and making’ workforce is over 65 

years of age, often holding specialist knowledge that is at risk of being lost. As the UK 

F&T industry is comprised of businesses of different shapes and sizes and includes circa 

11,000 SME’s (Office for National Statistics, 2023), it could be assumed that the 

distribution of employees in this age band is spread thinly across them, and that they hold 

specialist knowledge, across diverse practices. The precarity of how long they might 

remain working creates business insecurity (UKFT, 2023; Postlewaite, 2022) and to 

compound this further there is a challenge in persuading young people into the industry 

(Harris, 2021). 

The F&T industry is rendered invisible due to, in part, the lack of large employers, 

particularly in regions who have previously had a strong manufacturing heritage. The 

many SME’s and micro businesses, that now dominate the sector, lack the ‘perception’ of 

solidity. Therefore, limiting the enthusiasm from young people (and their parents), in 

entering this workforce (Postlethwaite et al, 2022; Hills, 2023). Further compounded by 

reductions in the making and craft curricula at primary and secondary school state 
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education. Which is in part due to an emphasis on STEM (Science, Technology, 

Engineering and Mathematics) (UKFT, 2023; Alliance, 2017), and limited career 

guidance, due to lack of awareness of the roles and opportunities (DofE, 2025b).  

The misalignment of education and industry need, it is argued by UKFT (2025), is further 

compounded by the F&T industry reliance on workers with specialist skills, but they are 

undervalued and poorly renumerated. In contrast HE has seen large numbers of students 

enter to study predominantly Fashion - Design and Promotion courses at the expense of 

technical education. T levels, have not seamlessly integrated into the creative industries 

as the predominance of micro and SME businesses have meant they have found it 

difficult to respond to the demand to ‘schedule and coordinate the required 45 day 

industry placements’ (DofE, 2025b, p6).  

Apprenticeships have been implemented and supported by Government strategy, 

although the employer ‘levy’ has privileged large businesses, not recognising that micro 

and SME’s businesses, have struggled to access the financial support and deal with the 

administrative burden (DofE, 2025). In addition, the personal ethics and values of 

Generation Z and Millennials, who are concerned about negative sustainable and ethical 

practices (Stewart, 2024; Tonti, 2024), despite their enthusiastic participation as 

consumers of ‘ultra-fast fashion’.  

These systemic barriers compound the long-standing perceptions that UK manufacturing 

lacks stability, making recruitment into skilled technical roles and innovating more 

challenging (Harris et al, 2021; Postlewaite et al, 2022). 

Sustainable and Circular Fashion and Textile Skills 

The literature makes generalised observations regarding the gap in ‘technical skills and 

knowledge’ required to maintain the prevailing linear model. However, driven heavily by 

eco-credentials, is the need to develop S&C practices and make systemic changes across 

the supply chain and begin to impact on the skills gap. 

Ettehead (et al, 2024, p101) argues that to develop circular practices requires funding and 

support and encouragement from a broad network of actors - stakeholders, funders and 

their consumers: 

…to invest in the required infrastructure to reach circularity or not use 

recycled/reused materials because of the low price of virgin materials…A lack of 

interest from stakeholders and customers…affects companies attitudes and 

approaches regarding applying the materials, processes and machines to achieve 

circularity. 
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In transitioning to a circular model, some businesses have made positive steps, but ‘rather 

than transform the industry, efforts to push change have thus far led to optimization of the 

status quo’ alongside pockets of high resistance to change (Buchel et al, 2022, p241). 

This may be due to a lack of clarity of the concept of circularity, which affects a cohesive 

understanding of what skills are required to deliver it. 

A number of explanations are proposed to explain the challenges: that the case for S&C 

has not been strongly enough made for industry to be aware of ‘its relevant benefits, and 

guidelines for its implementation’ (Ettehad et al, 2024, p97).  That circular F&T is more 

complex than traditional linear approaches, as environmental impacts affect every 

product lifecycle stage, including end of life and disassembly, and that this is a barrier 

(Ellams and Goldsworthy, 2019). Or, that ‘SMEs and textile companies encounter 

difficulties in accessing the necessary and proper technology, relevant skills, data, 

infrastructure and innovation to implement circular production systems.’(Ettehad et al, 

2024, p101). The lack of agreement regarding circularity, what skills are needed, what 

level of change is required and what the benefits could be, in the context of an already 

fragile industry, creates indecision, lack of investment and widening skills gaps. Circle 

Economy (2020, p10) argue that, ‘There is a lack of political leadership and 

corresponding frameworks that support circular talent development’.  

Findings 

 

It is within this context that the B2B project sought to engage with F&T businesses to 

understand their approach to the skills landscape regarding S&C. This section will reflect 

upon the wider cohort of 30+ participants, and draw detailed observations from three 

interviews, with three different business types and roles. Participant 1 (P1) is a Technical 

Director with a manufacturer and brand situated in an SME, participant 2 (P2) is a CEO 

of a micro, niche, business to business, start-up focused on recycling and repurposing 

products and participant 3 (P3) is the Head of Materials and Sustainability in a large 

multi-national retailer with its head office in the UK. Several themes emerged with 

regards skills gaps, this paper will focus on three. 

Skills Gap – Technical/Specialist 

Many of the businesses involved in the research reflected on the wider infrastructure: of 

S&C frameworks provided by NGO’s, such as, the UN SDGs, WRAP, Ellen McArthur 

Foundation. These resources provided entry points for discussions and initiating training,  

P3 outlined that these frameworks were useful tools to develop dialogue and influence 

change across product focused teams, leading to more depth training as relevant to roles.  

And added that bringing in external providers to develop circular design thinking and has 
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made this feel significant to employees.  They have now developed their own ‘inhouse 

design guide’ which all design and buying teams are required to utilise.   

There were also multiple and detailed references to eco-credentials, voluntary and 

regulatory, of which there are at least 107 (out of 427) which are relevant to the F&T 

industry, (Kesidou 2024). Participants expressed frustration at the delay in introducing 

Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) which many feel will clarify compliance 

demands, which in turn will influence skills needs.  The fluid conversations related to 

eco-credentials, demonstrates Kesidou’s (2025, p3) position that ‘Eco-credentials are no 

longer just a compliance issue but a strategic imperative for international firms’. 

Technical Director, P1, articulated how they are used to address their priorities in 

reducing (carbon footprint, water and chemicals), re-use (waste, repair and durability) as 

well as ethical sourcing (traceability and provenance) and fluently described their 

measuring of this data and its impact on the business.  

Particpants 1&2 articulated that collecting data, and interpreting and communicating it is 

a vital skill within numerous business functions and that this need has been growing and 

will continue to do so. They also noted that this is a cross-functional skill to enable fluid 

and informed communication and collaboration.  Recruiting to this skill set is 

challenging, as employees, not only need understanding of the eco-credential data, but 

also what you are measuring, interpreting and communicating, so that improvements can 

be initiated , or enabling challenge to suppliers to ensure accuracy and transparency: 

There's a system…it maps out the process, chemicals you use, everything on every 

garment and gives you a score, and that score is based around energy 

consumption, work health, it's around chemical consumption...At the beginning I 

was like, great, we've got a system, it comes out, gives you a score, you've got a 

red, amber, green...But what we see [from other companies] is a lot of the data is 

manually input, so the factories were like, ‘oh okay, we'll just take that off 

because it's going to give you a red score’. So unless you're a truly transparent 

and honest factory, it doesn't truly work… (P2) 

This skill set is a vital requirement to be able to navigate the growing field of eco-

credentials which demands that you understand the technical data but alongside specialist 

skills which enables you to address how to improve the system.   

Skills Gap - Behavioural and Cross Functional 

Reflections upon who delivers S&C revealed various business structures for strategic, 

managerial and operational work, and where S&C was situated within the organisation 

enabled interpretation of whether it was considered a compliance or value led issue: 
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So we [S&C] actually sit within the sourcing function, so often in other 

companies, sustainability will sit...in the bank team [finance] or someone else is 

saying they sit in like the legal team.  We sit within the sourcing, technology and 

development function of the business.  So that means that anything, that is 

sourced, they have to follow all the sustainability rules because it’s the same 

Director.  (P3) 

One point of convergence across all interviews was that the ‘C-Suite’ being ‘bought into’ 

S&C strategies was vital to them being embedded into business goals and invested in.  

Where this was demonstrated it made a clear positive impact upon collaborative working 

around ‘shared’ and ‘meaningful’ goals:  

So because [S&C] is kind of embedded, lots of people are really interested and 

lots of people want to kind of work on it together, so it does make it quite an 

interesting place to be from that angle. (P3) 

Others, who articulated that ‘lip service’ was paid by the ‘C-Suite’ were less positive and 

while ‘champions’ in the business could be identified, without executive support their 

impact was minimised.  P2 in reflecting on her career with retailers and manufacturers 

prior to establishing her business states: 

The knowledge has to be across, throughout the business…[S&C] needs to be at 

the top…Yeah. I think there isn't enough knowledge at the top. There's goodwill… 

and there's people who generally…want sustainability, [but] unless they 

understand it and understand where the pinch points are going to be, and where 

those financial decisions need to be looked at [it can’t progress] (p2) 

And Particpant 3 notes: 

lots of people have really struggled to even get their CEOs or you know that 

group to allow them to try a pilot of things. And I think there's a lot of skills 

needed to talk to the C-Suite about why this could matter, why it's about doing the 

right thing or why you could actually you know, potentially make money (P3) 

Being able to be persistent and persuasive to influence investment and priorities came 

through as a skill of importance: 

I am given a budget, but we have to fight for the budget like, you know, sales will 

fight for the budget, everybody will fight for their budget. So it's how compelling 

we can be. (P1) 

The importance of S&C to organisational strategy influenced investment in training and 

examples of where the business priority was not clearly asserted:  
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They did a week of circularity training in XXX, and it wasn't compulsory… And 

all these people had signed up [but did not attend], it should have been a 

compulsory learning in the business, and it was voluntary…everybody's too busy. 

What are you too busy doing? Chasing your margin, shouting at your suppliers, 

telling the factory you need more money off, without understanding where you 

can save money, and how you can save money, because you understand the 

product. (P2) 

However, P1 reflected on the fact that in a daily meeting with operational staff it includes 

an item regarding S&C, reflecting the businesses commitment to communicating and 

involving staff at all levels in this issue.  

P2 and P3 suggest that communication and softer behavioural skills about S&C are vital 

to influence colleagues at all levels, including the C-Suite to enhance cross-functional 

teamworking. P2 points out that having knowledgeable and influential people able to 

explain accurately the business approach to S&C then businesses can avoid both ‘green 

washing’ and ‘green hushing’. 

 

Skills Gap - Specialist 

Industry skills gaps for both linear and circular models were acknowledged as being 

technical and specialist, particularly around fibres, yarns, dyeing and garment 

construction. P1 and P2 articulate that the lack of knowledge and specialism across 

designers, buyers and product developers results in poor choices across the supply chain, 

of fabric and finishing methods for example.  In reflecting on a recent conversation with a 

Bangladesh factory who supplies into the UK, P2 outlines: 

It's just in the culture in the UK. And you go to the factories overseas…they're like 

the ‘British buyers are the worst because they move people around…[a]  retailer 

was in here. They just hired a new [product type] designer. She's never done 

[product type]. She sat in here the other day, all this technology, going,’this is 

amazing. I never knew that's how you finish [product type]’. And she is designing. 

for a multi-million pound brand.’ Specialism has to come back. So when I started 

my career, I got to go to…factories because they were here. But they don't send 

people, it's no budget, so they don't build up their skill…even a lot of the senior 

buyers in the big companies I've worked with can come out to Bangladesh with 

me. They'll go sit in the showroom. And I think people are too embarrassed. So an 

assistant buyer won't get the travel budget to go to Bangladesh until she's senior. 

And then she's too scared to ask how it works.  
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And P1 and P2 also refer to further STEM related subjects such as Engineering – 

electrical and chemical to support innovations and maintenance: 

Some of the other skills that I'm really going to be desperate for is engineering 

skills. Engineering skills are by far in short, demand in textile industry. (P1) 

…it's not just the fashion students… we want the science students, we want the 

chemists…wash technicians…we want those kids who understand molecules and 

enzymes and reactions…there's this science-made fashion job that is just missing. 

(P2) 

P2 comments on there being few technical candidates which align ethically with their 

business aspirations: 

… we're just going to put a job out now as a ‘sustainable production technician’. 

And we're using the word sustainable on a lot of our adverts on purpose, Just to 

see, because we want to capture somebody who cares… we're a sustainable 

business. So we want a technician who's going to come in, and not just go with the 

price, working, temperature, that you want to be involved in our business and take 

responsibility for working with us (P2) 

In relation to design skills P1 and P3 identify an increased need for designers to have 

enhanced circularity skills with particular focus on end of life, to increase durability and 

ease disassembly. In reflecting on working with design teams at different stages of their 

career P3 outlined areas of resistance:  

[senior designers] may be a bit more set in their ways, used to working and 

thinking in a certain way, and yes, they're very keen on kind of recycled fibres 

and thinking about the fabrics, thinking in a bigger picture circular way was a bit 

more kind of unusual for them (P3) 

While P1 comments that the balance of designer’s skills needs to reformat: 

I think the design skills that are absolutely vital. But no longer, just in a design 

creativity manner, it's a technical competency manner and also what we're trying 

to get them to do, is we also get them to try and do accountancy [data] as well. 

The three participants all had active training initiatives, P1 commented on designers 

receiving ethical sourcing and transparency training and a new, non F&T graduate, 

joining the business rotating through 35 hand skill roles, being introduced to the UN 

SDG’s as well as enrolling for professional external training. P2 trains all staff, 

determined not to silo S&C, and so inducts everyone in all processes and metrics across 

the business and insists that everyone owns this objective. P3 in addition to the in-house 
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manual has a Sustainability Academy offered to all new starters and suppliers which 

enhances and aligns thinking.  

 

Summary  

 

Reflections on skills gaps in this paper highlights the systemic challenges facing the UK 

F&T industry in its transition toward S&C practices. While there is widespread 

recognition of the environmental and ethical imperatives driving change, the industry 

remains constrained by damaging models of production and consumption, inconsistent 

implementation of S&C strategies, a lack of cohesive leadership across business and 

policy domains and a low investment in skills and innovations.  The research highlights 

that technical and specialist skills—particularly in areas such as fibres, fabrics, dyeing, 

finishing and garment construction, engineering and eco-credential data management—

are in critical shortage. These gaps are exacerbated by the legacy of offshoring, an aging 

workforce, undervaluing of technical roles, lack of interest from young people in 

manufacturing and misalignment of educational courses.  

Participants consistently pointed to the need for enhanced data literacy and cross-

functional communication skills to navigate the growing complexity of S&C metrics and 

regulatory compliance. The ability to interpret and act upon eco-credential data is no 

longer a niche requirement but a strategic necessity, especially as businesses prepare for 

anticipated legislation such as Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR). 

 

Behavioural and cross-functional skills emerged as key to progress. The positioning of 

S&C within organisational structures—whether embedded in sourcing, or legal 

departments—significantly influences its perceived value and operational impact. Where 

S&C is integrated into core business functions and championed by the C-suite, 

participants provided evidence of shared goals, collaborative working, strategic 

investment, and meaningful training initiatives. Conversely, where sustainability is 

treated as a peripheral or compliance only concern, efforts are often undermined by lack 

of engagement and resource allocation. The ability to advocate for sustainability 

internally, to influence decision-makers, and to foster a culture of shared responsibility is 

therefore a key competency for future workforce development. 

 

Specialist knowledge, particularly in design and engineering, is also essential to support 

S&C. The research reveals a disconnect between design education and industry needs, 

with designers often lacking the technical understanding required to make informed 

choices about materials, construction methods, durability and end-of-life strategies.  
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Designers being a major part of the S&C solution was commented on many times, but in 

a review of 60 job advertisements for F&T design roles, which found that only two asked 

for S&C knowledge or skills, frustratingly this points to design practitioners having low 

involvement in finding solutions (Claxton et al, 2025). 

The absence of factory-based learning and limited exposure to production environments 

further compounds this issue for both students and entry level roles. Participants stressed 

the importance of specialism and developing depth of knowledge and skills in buying, 

sourcing and design roles.  

Training and development initiatives within participating businesses demonstrate 

promising models for embedding S&C principles. From in-house sustainability 

academies and design guides to rotational training across all business functions including 

hand-skill roles, which reflect a commitment to holistic learning and shared 

accountability. However, the scalability of such initiatives remains uncertain, particularly 

for SMEs and micro-businesses that dominate the sector and for whom financial 

constraints, administrative burdens, and limited access to government support continue to 

hinder their capacity to support and utilise T levels and Apprenticeship models. P1 was in 

particular scathing about the lack of external and governmental support to enable 

businesses to invest in innovative new technologies which would enhance the 

environmental impact of their business. 

 

Ultimately, the transition to a S&C F&T industry requires systemic change across 

education, policy, and business practice. A coherent and unified approach to skills, 

aligned with industry needs and supported by robust infrastructure, is essential to ensure a 

thriving industry.  As P3 states we have to do the right thing and find a way to make it 

work for businesses: 

 

And so most of it is about doing the right thing and it's about having, you know, 

having an option for our customers and making sure that the end of life [of 

garments is built in]...But it's also about making sure that those models we do 

have, you know, economic opportunities as well, because I think it's really hard 

for businesses to not do that. And at the end of the day, you're a business. You've 

got to try and make the new business models also work. (P3) 
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